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			Jonathan Littell

			Franco-American writer

			
					Born in New York in 1967

					Notable works:	The Kindly Ones (2006), novel

	Le Sec et l’Humide (2008), novel

	Récit sur rien (2009), novel




			

			Jonathan Littell was born in New York in 1967 to a Jewish family of Polish origin. After living in France for a long time, where he took his baccalauréat in 1985, he went to Yale University and graduated in art and literature. Following this, he travelled extensively, notably to the Balkans, Afghanistan and Africa. He had been haunted by the atrocities of the Holocaust and World War II since his childhood, and began writing his first novel, The Kindly Ones, in 2001. The novel was published in 2006 and, despite being highly controversial, was awarded the Prix Goncourt and the Grand Prix du Roman de l’Académie Française (two of the most prestigious literary awards in France).

		


		
			The Kindly Ones

			A book shrouded in scandal

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Littell, J. (2010) The Kindly Ones. Trans. Mandell, C. London: Vintage.

					First edition: 2006

					Themes: World War II, Nazism, Holocaust, sexuality, fantasy, death

			

			The event of the 2006 French literary season, The Kindly Ones was the subject of a somewhat aggressive promotional campaign and a hint of scandal, which both contributed significantly to its success. Recounting the fictitious memoirs of a former SS officer during World War II, the novel is unique in that it presents the atrocities of the war from the viewpoint of the tormentors. The Kindly Ones is a novel with abundant cultural references and many analyses of the work have been made. Although widely criticised, notably on account of its allegedly crude and barbaric style or its documentary aspect, it has also received praise.

		


		
			Summary

			The story begins in 1941. SS Lieutenant (Obersturmführer) Max Aue is in Ukraine with an army whose mission is to eliminate anything that is potentially dangerous behind the front lines. In reality, the army’s main targets are Jewish communities, who are routinely shot in the forests. On 10 October, his birthday, Aue is promoted. At the end of the year, he is sent to a sanatorium in Crimea to rest.

			He is then sent on a mission as an informant in the Caucasus but, following an ideological disagreement – as well as suspicions regarding his sexuality – he is sent to fight in Stalingrad (Moscow).

			Stalingrad – Berlin (December 1942 – early 1943)

			Aue arrives in Stalingrad on Christmas Eve, 1942. He meets Thomas, an old friend, in the most unimaginable chaos: at regular intervals, Stalingrad is hit by bombs, the ground is so frozen that it is impossible to bury the dead, and the soldiers are infested with lice. Additionally, the Soviets broadcast, through loudspeakers, propaganda messages and music aiming to depress the German soldiers. Often affected by diarrhoea, Aue begins to “shit” anywhere, and between two bouts of diarrhoea, he fantasises about his sister, Una. A bomb explodes one day, sending Thomas flying. Grabbing at his entrails in the air, he miraculously survives by putting his guts back together. When, overpowered by hallucinations, Aue sees his sister engaged to a dwarf in a wedding procession, the story crosses over into fantasy. During a Russian attack, a bullet goes through his head.

			Aue wakes up at the beginning of 1943, in a hospital in Berlin. After being hit by a bullet, he is promoted and awarded the Iron Cross. In March, Dr Mandelbrod, an influential figure who knew Aue’s father and grandfather, invites him over. He then sees his sister Una again, who is now married. During their childhood, they used to play sexual games, which is why he still fantasises about her, but she tells him that “the past is over” (p. 484): now, she loves her husband. 

			Aue is very resentful towards their mother, who left their father. He nonetheless decides to go to France to visit her, as well as Moreau, his stepfather. There are twins living in their house whose presence worries him, and with good reason: one morning, when he gets up, he finds the bodies of Moreau, who has been killed with an axe, and of his mother, who has been strangled. The twins have disappeared and his own clothes are covered in blood.

			Auschwitz-Birkenau (1943 – early 1945)

			Aue is appointed, thanks to his links with Mandelbrod, to the inner circle of Reichsführer Himmler, the commander of the SS, and therefore works on the Endlösung (the ‘Final Solution’). Sent to visit the Majdanek and Auschwitz-Birkenau camps, he discovers the reality of the Lager (concentration camps): the Jews are piled into dirty huts and subjected to terrible hygiene conditions. When they wanted to gas those who were unfit to work, they led them to believe they were going to take a shower. Moreover, corruption is everywhere. When he returns to Berlin, Aue is put in charge of an office specifically for food in the camps, whose task is to increase productivity in the camps by slightly raising the food costs of the Häftlinge (prisoners).

			As the Russians advance, the Germans are forced to evacuate the concentration camps in December 1944: Aue helps with the evacuation of Auschwitz, which takes place in appalling conditions.

			Meanwhile, a court order has found him innocent of the murders of his mother and stepfather, but two police officers, Clemens and Weser, persist in chasing him: they end up finding him later on. As the war seems lost for Germany, at the beginning of 1945, Aue takes his leave and retreats to the manor house of his sister Una’s husband, in Pomerania.

			The manor house (1945)

			The manor house is empty when he arrives. He settles there and starts to picture imaginary conversations with his sister and her husband. Gradually, as he gets increasingly intoxicated, he falls into a sort of trance and sees his sister in a dream, her inner thigh soiled with excrement. Imagining himself making love to her, he masturbates on the marital bed and, enjoying imagining himself alone in the manor house with his sister, ends up walking around naked. Finally, in a transsexual delirium, he shaves his whole body and, thus having become Una, masturbates again: “Our bodies are identical, I wanted to explain to her” (p. 896). In the garden, he sees the ghost of a hanging girl who he had briefly seen in Ukraine. Trying to strangle himself in the pine forest with a belt, he has a final orgasm, and starts to cry.

			Meanwhile, his leave is up, and the Russians invade Germany. One morning, Thomas comes to the manor house to look for him. On their way to Berlin, they narrowly escape death several times. The capital is in complete chaos. In April 1945, the Führer personally gives Aue his award but, for no apparent reason, Aue pinches his nose as though he is a misbehaving child. He is arrested after being beaten, but he manages to escape following a bomb explosion. Diving into a subway entrance, he comes across Clemens and Weser, who still believe that he is guilty of his mother and stepfather’s murder. Aue nonetheless manages to escape due to a shootout that commences in the subway. After seeing Mandelbrod one last time, he enters Berlin Zoo, which is full of dead animals strewn across the ground. Clemens, who has followed him, appears suddenly, ready to execute him, but Thomas arrives and kills him. While he is bending over the body of the policeman to rob him, Aue breaks his skull with an iron bar. He then looks into the void of his life: “I felt all at once the weight of the past, the pain of life and of inalterable memory […]. The Kindly Ones were on to me” (p. 975).

			Many years later, Aue decides to write down his memories, above all “to kill time” and “to see if [he] can still feel anything” (p. 12). He works out the gruesome sum of the number of victims of the war in the USSR and of the Holocaust, which gives a total of 26.6 million deaths. “Those who kill 

			are humans, just like those who are killed,” he states, “that’s what’s terrible. […] I am a man like other men, I am a man like you” (p. 24).

		


		
			Character study

			The narrator (Max Aue)

			His status is difficult to define. He is the main character in the story, but is nonetheless shrouded in mystery:

			
					The other characters see him as a cold, arrogant man. He is thought highly of due to his rigour in his work, as well as his intellectual honesty. Motivated by a deep faith in National Socialism, his general knowledge is just as impressive. For example, he speaks Ancient Greek fluently.

					His role in the plot is mostly an observatory one. Most of the time, he watches and comments on everything that is unfolding around him without taking part in it, or only taking part a little. In “Allemandes I and II”, he becomes a liaison officer (“I observe and do nothing, that’s my favourite position”, p. 252) and writes reports. In “Menuet (en Rondeaux)”, his role in the Jews’ extermination is purely administrative.

					Although he does not participate fully in the action, he is still the main character. Everything that happens is presented to us from his perspective. His character is thus only a point of view, but a central point of view that conditions all the action. His name, Max Aue, is minimalist (three syllables) and also very rarely given in the novel, which clearly illustrates his narrative status.

			

			His sister (Una)

			Where historical events are concerned, Aue is limited to being a perspective, a point of view. However, he is the main character in a personal story (a family novel) which overlaps in the historical novel. He is in love with his sister, Una, “the One”.

			Objectively, we do not know much about Una, except from the narrator’s perspective. During their childhood, they played sexual games which, once discovered, led to their being separated and sent to different boarding schools. At the time of The Kindly Ones, the narrator is still in love with her, while Una has drawn a line under her past and got married.

			For the narrator, this incestuous relationship is linked to a vague desire for hermaphroditism, of not differentiating between the sexes, something that childhood is the closest thing to. He wants to be his sister. His homosexual relationships conform to this desire of becoming one with her, of feeling what she feels.

			Nazi ideology was based on the principles of race and the belief in ‘blood purity’. Thus, the only legitimate partnership could be between Germans of Aryan race, in order to conserve the race’s purity. The unhealthy partnership between Aue and Una illustrates the perversion of this ideology.

			His mother and stepfather

			While Max Aue is in love with his sister, he harbours a deep hatred for his mother because, in his eyes, she abandoned his

			
			
			
			His alter egos

			
			
					Thomas Hauser seems to be one of the narrator’s friends, indeed his best friend. While Aue is cold and distant, Thomas embodies the joy of living: he knows all the good clubs in Berlin and has a manic social life. He saves the narrator’s life several times.

					Dr Mandelbrod, along with his associate, Herr Leland, is a sort of godfather for Aue. Having known his father and grandfather, he helps him along in his career, notably by introducing him to influential figures. Obese and having to go around in a wheelchair, Dr Mandelbrod is constantly surrounded by cats, despite being allergic to them.

					Clemens and Weser are two policeman investigating the crime committed by the narrator. Although Aue is freed from any suspicion, Clemens and Weser continue to hunt him down and believe that he is guilty. They are two inseparable caricatures.
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